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Kathleen M. Kowalski* and Charles Vaught*' 
Emergency personnel, like all workers, carry out their duties within an edvironment composed 
of a set of discrete elements. First, there is the emergency itself. Whether a forest fire in 
France, a tornado in the American Midwest, or a mining disaster in Russia, the emergency 
imposes certain exigencies upon the responders. Second, a social structure exists with specific 
social units, rules, and forms of association. An emergency response, therefore, takes place 
within a context of prescribed behaviors, expectations, and value judgments that are 
sometimes in conflict with each other. Third, there is a technology that must be understood in 
order t o  accomplish group goals. If the technology itself is implicated in the emergency, the 
entire emergency environment may be impacted. Clearly, a breakdown in any of these 
elements could result in worker injury and might heighten responder stress. This paper 
discusses how emergency workers not only get injured but may come t o  experience bum-out, 
post-traumatic stress syndrome, or impaired work and family relationships, even though their 
normal work setting (the emergency) is expected to  be 'abnormal'. The authors suggest areas 
in each of the three environmental elements that, deserve further inquiry. 
Introduction 
A successful emergency management effort 
involves many components. Consequently, a 
holistic, multi-dimensional model is needed to 
identify and inter-relate the various components 
of pre-disaster, disaster, and post-disaster 
response. The emergency manager and worker 
play strategic roles and hold key positions. They 
are also exposed to potential injury and loss of 
life. Equally important, they are sometimes 
required to perform arduous physical tasks and 
face emotional situations such as rescue work or 
body recovery. The nature of these challenges 
prompted the authors to examine some 
emergency worker safety and health issues 
within the context of emergency work 
environments. 
The authors first offer a discussion of these 
environments. Secondly, the human/environment 
interface is presented in a brief synopsis of the 
human response under stress, which precedes a 
brief review of the latest research in this area. 
The goal of this paper is to promote thought and 
discussion about emergency workers, their 
environments, and their safety and health. The 
Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) 
model will be presented as an example of a 
multi-dimensional intervention focused on the 
safety and health of emergency workers. Finally, 
the authors will suggest areas in each of the 
three environments that warrant further study. 
The Disaster Work Environment 
A disaster scene, such as the scene of an 
underground mine fire, is a dynamic work 
setting. As such, it presents workers with a 
need to constantly adapt to their physical 
environment. Meanwhile, they must adhere to 
the formal and informal expectations of their 
organization. Their organization, in turn, is an 
open system that must be responsive to its 
organizational environment. 
Emery and Trist (1978) suggest that 
circumstances such as those described above 
can lead to a gross increase in an organization's 
area of relevant uncertainty. In response, values 
are instilled and rules promulgated to shore up 
this uncertainty. These rule 'enactments' to use 
Weick's (1995) term, are likely to be oriented 
toward organizational cohesion rather than 
toward individual affect. This condition gets 
translated into cultural attitudes that emerge in 
the form of policy letters, directives, memos, 
and other organizational manifestations. From 
this chain of events, two primary implications 
arise for the safety and health of emergency 
workers. 
First, official directives may be instrumental in 
squelching public concern, but potentially 
dangerous to workers when put into practice. 
Hart (1995), in referring to the South Canyon 
fire near Glenwood Springs, Colorado, noted 
that the Grand Junction District Management 





